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been twice taken by Christian arms, it must have seemed
possible for the host of God in 1390 to repeat the same,
experience with the same or even greater measure of success.
Moreover, al-Mahdiya was one of the best-fortified towns
on the coat of Tunisia.    Its capture would break the power
of the Barbary kings and furnish the Christians with a
valuable base for further operations against the enemies of
the true faith.1    This view was to lead to complete disillu-
sionment, partly owing to the duplicity of the Genoese who
merely aimed at ensuring the safety of their fleets and at
obtaining trade privileges for themselves, and partly as a
result of the invulnerable nature of the fortifications of the
town itself.    The western sources, indeed, speak of the
strength of the beleaguered city, but they offer no systematic
description of it beyond what the reader may glean from
their account of the siege.    This gap is filled by the Oriental
geographers and chroniclers, of whom many must have
visited the town in their wide travels.    Al-Mahdiya, we are
told, was (and still is 2) a double town.    The main town was
built on a small peninsula projecting into the sea like the
'palm of the hand', connected with the mainland by means
of an isthmus which resembled the 'wrist'.3    Its founder,4 al-
Mahdl 'Ubaid Allah, from whom it derived its name, intend-
ing to adopt it as the capital of his Fatimid realm, spared no
effort and no money to render it worthy of his dignity as a
Caliph and a monarch.    Apart from the peninsular founda-
1 In the deliberations of the crusaders on the island of Conigliera as quoted
by Froissart (XIV, 215), al-Mahdiya is regarded as the key to the kingdoms
of North Africa, and its fall, moreover, would make all the Saracens as far as
Nubia and Syria tremble.
2 Professor H. A. R. Gibb (Oxford), who has visited the Mahdiya district,
says that although now in ruins, the town still bears signs of its double structure
and past strength.
3Y2qut, op. cit., IV, 694-5; Qazwlnl, op. cit., II, 183; Abul-Feda*,
Taqwlm al-Buldan (ed, Reinaud and de Slane), 144-5; aJ-Dimashql, Nukhbat
al-Dahr (ed. Fraehn and Mehren), 234-5 - The peninsula is about one mile
in length and 500 yards in breadth; article al-Mahdiya by G. Marfais, in El,
III, 121.
4 The date of its foundation was A.H. 3OO/A.D. 912. It took about four
years to build, since its completion is reported by Yaqut (IV, 695) in. the
month of Dhulqi'da 303/916 and that of its walls even later in 305/917.
Al-Mahdl, however, did not settle there until 308/920.